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Ethical leadership in a time of increasing accountability 
Abstract 
Australia, like many other countries, has embraced national testing as part of wider reforms 
and increased accountability in schooling.  Results for standardised testing programs, such as 
NAPLAN, are widely published yet form only one part of accountability for educators. We 
argue that accountability also has moral, ethical and professional dimensions.    
In this paper we offer a discussion of background to our study of ethical leadership in 
a time of data driven or contractual accountability. Based on Starratt’s (1996) model, we 
define ethical leadership as a social, relational practice concerned with the moral purpose of 
education (Angus, 2006). Our central thesis is that given increasing accountabilities, school 
leaders need to consider approaches to ethical leadership to improve quality and equity in 
education and achieve equitable outcomes for all students.  The paper concludes with key 
implications for school leaders.  
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Ethical leadership in a time of increasing accountability 
Introduction 
Many countries throughout the world have embraced national standardised testing in an effort 
to bring about increased transparency and accountability in schooling. Australia is no 
exception with the National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) 
being recognised as high stakes for schools (Lingard, 2010: Klenowski & Wyatt-Smith, 
2011) and improved performance resulting in ‘reward funding’ for state and territory school 
systems (Lingard & Sellar, 2013). The results of these national tests are often viewed as 
indicators of student learning ‘that are measurable and thus are rendered visible to all’ (Perry 
& McWilliam, 2007, p. 32). Yet results from national tests form only one part of a 
‘predominant culture of accountability’ (Duignan, 2012, p.9) for Australian schools and 
educators. We understand this as ‘contractual’ accountability since it relates to accountability 
to one’s employer or the government (Eraut, 1993). Mulford, Edmunds, Kendall, Kendall and 
Bishop (2008) refer to contractual accountability as ‘the degree to which [actors] are 
fulfilling the expectations of particular audiences in terms of standards, outcomes and results’ 
(p.20).   
Several accountabilities have been described within the research literature. For 
example, Darling-Hammond and Snyder (1992 in Shapiro & Gross, 2013, p. 107) refer to 
political, legal, bureaucratic, professional and market accountabilities while Knapp and 
Feldman (2012) refer to ‘external accountability’ which is somewhat akin to contractual 
accountability as ‘a complex arrangement of policies, created by actors and interests outside 
of schools, who are in [a] position to reward and punish schools … requiring reporting to 
diverse external audiences’ (p.667). We are reminded, however, that two other important 
accountabilities are moral and professional (Eraut, 1993). Moral accountability for teachers 
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and leaders is concerned with their relationships with students, parents, and each other. The 
particular focus of moral accountability for teachers and school leaders is working for the 
improvement of these relationships.  Professional accountability is concerned with upholding 
the standards of one’s profession (Eraut, 1993). Rather than simply offering different 
descriptions of accountability, the research literature highlights that schools and educators are 
being pulled in different directions (Badaracco, 1992) due to the multiple accountabilities that 
they face. 
Our key argument in this paper is that, given the increasing focus on results from 
standardised testing in this climate of reform, there is an urgent need for schools and those 
charged with leading them to consider approaches to leadership that may add to or even 
challenge and critique contractual accountability.  A simple example is the complexity of 
meeting compliance  requirements for the department of education on the one hand, and 
meeting the specific needs of students and staff on the other (Cranston, Ehrich & Kimber,  
2006). There is a challenge for principals and teachers to support the diversity of needs in 
Australian schools, which may result in a tension between external accountability, educators’ 
professional values and students’ needs (Mintrop, 2012). School leaders are contractually 
obliged to meet the system’s needs and at the same time required to make defensible 
judgements that support the diversity of the school community (teachers, students, parents) 
with respect and dignity. In response to these tensions and in recognition of the moral 
dimension and moral purpose of education (Fullan & Hargreaves, 1992), we argue for the 
place and importance of moral accountability. In other words, we put forward an argument 
for educators to hold themselves to account for acting in accordance with their personal 
morals and values and professional ethics, rather than being driven by contractual 
accountabilities. 
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In this paper we explore a type of leadership that is consistent with broader notions of 
moral accountability: we refer to this as ethical leadership (i.e. Furman, 2004; Shapiro & 
Gross, 2013; Starratt, 1996, 2004). Morals and values are considered integral to the 
foundations of ethical leadership (Hester & Killian, 2010). The concept of ethics, however, 
refers to a broader set of social, relational values that define particular codes of practice. We 
argue that those who may be described as embodying ethical leadership act justly, fairly and 
in the best interests of students and staff in accordance with their professional ethics. They 
are socially responsive and adhere to and act upon values of justice and equity (Duignan, 
2012). In particular, we view ethical leadership as promoting the achievement of all students, 
especially those who have been previously marginalised or disadvantaged.   
In particular, this paper explores ways in which ethical leadership can assist in 
balancing the multiple accountabilities that educators face in professional and responsive 
ways to support the inclusion of all students. We follow the work of Strike (2007) who says 
such leaders ‘find ways to honor ... mandates and benchmarks while serving a praiseworthy 
conception of education and creating a professional democratic, and deliberative culture in … 
school[s]’ (p.148).  English (2008) also argues for the importance of school leaders 
‘balancing performance and accountability’ (p. 173) in their work. By performance he refers 
to human actions such as vision, emotion, belief and particular types of artistry involving 
head and heart, while accountability refers to national standards and assessment strategies. 
We also acknowledge the great challenge in working to achieve this balance. Mintrop (2012) 
captures this succinctly when he says that ‘accountability systems increase the momentum to 
standardise educational offerings … on the other hand, students’ learning needs have become 
increasingly differentiated socially and individually’ (p. 697). The result of these two 
contrasting trends is that their demands are not easily bridged particularly for disadvantaged 
students.   
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In this paper we explore what is meant by ethical leadership and what it looks like in 
practice in a context of increasing contractual accountability.  Before turning to this 
discussion, we provide some background discussion on the current policy context of high 
stakes testing. The final part of the paper adumbrates some important implications for school 
leaders, not least those who are involved in our current study of equity-driven evidence-based 
school reform carried out within a network of schools in Queensland.   
Background 
Internationally, current educational reform appears to be driven by two major levers. The first 
is large-scale high-stakes standardised testing in the pursuit of accountability, and the second 
is the understanding that the teacher’s role in quality assessment practice is central to learning 
and learning improvement (Klenowski &Wyatt-Smith,, 2011). A recent review by the OECD 
(2013, p. 13) has further identified factors that seem to drive the increased use of evaluation 
and assessment data for transparency and accountability purposes. These include: 
 An increased requirement for effectiveness, equity and quality in education to meet 
economic and social demands. 
 A trend in education towards greater school autonomy, which has led to a need to 
monitor schools’ improvement. 
 Developments in information technology, which allow for both large-scale and 
individualised student assessment and facilitate the sharing and management of data. 
 Greater reliance on evaluation results for evidence-based decision making. 
While countries vary in their use of evaluation and assessment, there are some common 
trends that have emerged (OECD, 2013). In particular, there is a greater reliance on 
educational standards and the importance of the use of indicators has increased. Evaluation is 
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also expanding and becoming more diverse, while assessment results are being put to an 
increasingly broad range of uses such as for accountability and improvement purposes. 
The shift to foreground the accountability purpose of testing that occurred last century 
in countries such as England is now evident in Australia. Australian schools and teachers are 
being judged on published results of national assessments and schools are being placed in 
league tables. The measurement and ranking of state and territory school systems and schools 
themselves has established Australian education as part of a “performative society” (Ball, 
2001). Much of this shift has been driven by state and federal political decision-making and 
the media.  Increasing federal involvement in school education in Australia has not only 
resulted in a national curriculum and testing agenda but also to comparisons between 
jurisdictions and ‘reward funding’ based on student results in national assessment (Lingard & 
Sellar, 2013). The 2008 expansion of NAPLAN brought about the prominence of 
accountability testing in Australian public education policy. The 2010 publication of 
NAPLAN results on the My School website (www.myschool.edu.au) confirmed the high 
stakes nature of this national testing program (Klenowski & Wyatt-Smith, 2011).  The 
suggestion that parents would have the necessary data for choice of school for their children 
was made, yet silence remained around the issue of equity and fairness in assessment. 
Patterns of under-achievement by Indigenous students were reflected in NAPLAN 
benchmark data and in international testing programs like the Trends in International 
Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) and the Program for International Student 
Assessment (PISA).   
We write this paper with the understanding that ‘more accountability is not always 
better, and that processes of holding to account can impose high costs without securing 
substantial benefits’ (O’Neill, 2013, p.4). Research literature has clearly identified a number 
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of potential “perverse” effects of a performative culture of accountability (Lingard & Sellar, 
2013: O’Neill, 2013). A significant source of these perverse effects is when assessment 
systems designed for accountability purposes hold teachers to account by reusing assessment 
data for ‘second-order purposes’ (O’Neill, 2013). The resultant damaging consequences or 
perverse effects are instructive and raise important ethical questions for school leaders and 
policy writers. O’Neill (2013) cites Strathern’s formulation of Goodhart’s law, which warns 
against the reuse of assessment data to hold third parties to account: ‘when a measure 
becomes a target it ceases to be a good measure’ (Strathern, 1997, p. 308).  
In her call for more intelligent accountability systems, O’Neill (2013, p.5) has clearly 
articulated how ‘secondary use of assessment evidence to hold teachers and schools to 
account can damage primary, educational use of that assessment’.  She claims assessment 
systems that use the same evidence to hold to account the students who are being assessed, as 
well as to hold their teachers to account, deserve greater scrutiny.  This is because knowing 
that one is held to account for others’ performances, as measured by a given system of 
assessment, may well impact on ‘the action of those who do the preparation’ (O’Neill, 2013, 
p.5).  While systems may aim to increase standards of student achievement by holding 
teachers and schools to account, in reality such second-order uses may result in teachers and 
schools responding to such accountability in ways that impact negatively on the performance 
being measured. Yet, teachers and schools may respond with a more strategic focus on the 
assessment, which may limit students from other educational experiences. Currently 
standardized NAPLAN testing has diverted time away from teaching towards preparation for 
the summative tests, with teachers providing opportunities for their students to rehearse or 
practice in preparation for the tests.  Other unintended effects, including schools asking 
specific students not to participate in these national examinations, have been reported 
(Klenowski & Wyatt-Smith,  2011). In Australia important ethical questions come to the fore 
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in this context of increasing accountability, standardisation and control in which schools and 
teachers find they are situated. 
 
Context 
In 2012 a team of academics from [name of institution omitted to support the anonymity of 
the review process] and an academic from a university in the United Kingdom secured a 
national competitive Australian Research Council Linkage grant to investigate the topic of 
ethical leadership in a time of data driven accountability. The major aim of the study, which 
involves six partner schools in one state in Australia, is to identify and document ways that 
schools achieve greater equity through ethical leadership.  In the Australian context of 
compliance measures, there is a need for ethical leadership rather than management inspired 
control (Angus, 2006) to support improvements in student learning that promotes equity 
(Ainscow, 2007; Klenowski,  2009). How school leaders care for and work with teachers, 
parents and community to build equity and quality in teaching and learning and to design 
intelligent forms of accountability (O’Neill, 2013) is of interest to this research. 
Recent Australian research has identified how teachers and leaders often lack skills in 
interpreting and analysing data (Luke et al., 2013). Another aim of this research is to study 
how teachers’ assessment capacities and use of assessment data can be used to enhance 
educational chances for all students. The use of evidence is fundamental to developing more 
inclusive practices, as various forms of evidence that interrupt existing ways of thinking and 
working (Ainscow, , 2007) can stimulate self-questioning, creativity and action to rethink 
solutions to local problems and improve equitable access to education for all students.   
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A major challenge for school leaders is to enhance the capacities of school-based 
educators to identify and challenge deficit views of students, their families and communities 
(Luke et al., 2013). Educational disadvantages are too often seen as inherent within students, 
with literature reported that some individuals and groups of students may indeed be seen as 
‘deficit’ (Ainscow, 2007; Comber & Kamler, 2005).  The importance of raising teachers’ 
expectations (Luke et al., 2013) and their perceptions of students’ ‘teachability’ (Van Maele 
& Van Houtte, 2011) have been identified in recent research. Challenging deficit views of 
students, families and communities is not only integral to the provision of equitable and 
inclusive education but also to the ethical leadership of schools.  
This paper builds on the theoretical underpinnings and the conceptual framework of 
the study designed to address challenges posed by the current Australian educational context 
of achievement standards, the need to improve classroom practices and to align evaluation 
and assessment with national priorities of quality and equity in education.  The framework is 
founded on the key proposition that, when teachers engage in critical inquiry, which is 
evidence informed, achieving equity in contexts of competing demands can be considered 
from two lenses. The first relates to conceptions of equity, in terms of fairness and inclusion 
that challenge assumptions about ‘students in deficit’, and the second relates to conceptions 
of improvement and development to promote equity through ethical leadership.  Given the 
increasingly complex educational context in which educators work, there is an urgent need 
for leaders to be guided by ethical practices that address equity (Blackmore, 2010).These 
perspectives of equity relate to our conceptualisation of ethics, which we now discuss. 
Ethics 
According to Preston (2007), ethics ‘is concerned about what is right, fair, just or good; about 
what we ought to do, not just about what is the case or what is most acceptable or expedient’ 
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(p.16) (italics in original).  In other words, ethics is both prescriptive and open to debate 
because of people’s different value positions and personal morals.  Singer (1993) describes 
ethics as being about our relationships with others.  Strike (2007) maintains that ethics is 
concerned with good school communities and the question of ‘how shall we live well 
together’ (p. xv).  He describes good communities as competent, caring, collegial and 
educative.  Haynes (1998) argues that ethics has tended not to be seen as relevant to large 
systems such as schools and corporations except through codes of practice and anti-
discrimination legislation. She goes on to say that ethics ‘is often invisible within an 
economic rationalist framework of increased efficiency and control’ (p.2). In more recent 
years, there has been a shift in thinking and recognition that ethics has a central place not 
only in education but also educational leadership (Hester, 2003) since both education and 
educational leadership are activities based in relationships where people work with and 
respond to one another.  
Ethical  Leadership 
Several writers have begun to recognise ethics as a key component of leadership not only in 
schools (Campbell, 1997; Ciulla, 2006; Duignan, 2006, 2012; Starratt, 1996, 2004, 2009) but 
also in the public sector (Preston & Samford, 2002; Uhr, 2002), universities (Cranston, 
Ehrich, Kimber & Starr, 2012; Ehrich, Kimber, Cranston & Starr, 2011)  and in the human 
services field (Manning, 2003).  This is not surprising given that leaders play a key role in 
organizations and are involved in values-based activities (Walker & Shakotko, 2009).  As 
Manning (2003) maintains, leaders demonstrate their values in a myriad of ways, such as 
through their moral purpose and vision; when they make complex ethical decisions; and in 
the way they shape an organisation’s culture and structure. It is important that there is ethical 
legitimacy embedded within the vision (Bass & Steidlmeier 1999 in Lawton, Rayner & 
Lasthuizen, 2013).  Ethical decision making refers to having an understanding of the moral 
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elements of the decision and the likely consequences of decisions on others (Lawton et al., 
2013). Organisational culture refers to ‘a set of basic assumptions, expressed through values 
and resulting in accepted ways of working in an organisation’ (Lawton et al., 2013, p.72). In 
short, it is about how things get done and influences the way people think and behave 
(Vanourek, 2010).                  
 Starratt indicates that leaders choose the values and norms that ‘bind’ them and, as 
such, “the pragmatic ground of our ethics is that we choose to be bound by their norms” 
(2004, p. 105).  He describes the dynamic exercise of three virtues, namely responsibility, 
authenticity and presence. These three virtues embody the social, relational practice (Angus, 
2006) of ethical leadership by requiring leaders to truly recognise and engage with the rights 
and responsibilities of others. Schools that demonstrate elements of ethical leadership offer 
authentic inclusive structures and cultures and where teachers, students, parents and staff 
have a voice and are treated respectfully (Carrington, 1999; Dyson, Howes & Roberts, 2002).  
Teachers and leaders are responsible for engaging in ongoing inquiries about student learning 
(Comber & Kamler, 2009).  The three dynamic virtues described by Starratt (2004) inform 
and infuse his multi-dimensional framework of ethical leadership. This framework 
encompasses ethics of care, justice and critique, which form the basis for the model of ethical 
leadership explored in this paper.  
Towards a model of Ethical Leadership 
Writers in the field of moral philosophy have put forward a variety of frameworks that 
explain an ethical school or what constitutes an ethical education (see Noddings, 1992; 
Haynes, 1998; Kohlberg, 1976). Not all of these writers have spelled out the implications of 
these frameworks for leaders, although some notable exceptions include work by Sergiovanni 
(1992) who wrote on moral leadership; Starratt’s work on ethical leadership (1996, 2004, 
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2009); and Shapiro and Gross (2013) and Furman (2004) who built on the work of Starratt 
(1996). We have chosen to explore Starratt’s (1996, 2004, 2009) framework of ethical 
leadership for a number of reasons. First, the three dynamic virtues described by Starratt 
(2004) reflects our view of ethical leadership as a social and relational practice that asks 
school leaders to accept responsibility for their actions and engage in authentic and reflective 
relationships with others in their school. Second, Starratt’s framework is multi-dimensional in 
that it does not focus on a single ethic for school leaders. Rather, in this framework, Starratt 
challenges leaders to engage with three interconnected ethics: an ethic of care, justice and 
critique.   
An ethic of care 
An ethic of care refers to a standpoint of regard for the dignity and worth of all individuals 
(Starratt, 1996). Writers  including Gilligan (1982) and Noddings (1992) have explored an 
ethic of care as it relates to women’s moral development. As Starratt (1996) says, ‘an ethic of 
caring requires fidelity to persons, a willingness to acknowledge their right to be who they 
are, an openness to encountering them in their authentic individuality, a loyalty to the 
relationship’ (p. 163). It prizes the integrity of human relationships between school leaders, 
students, teachers and community members. Leaders who foster an ethic of care pay close 
attention to developing a positive school culture where feelings of friendship, belonging and 
service are key characteristics. An ethic of care also values collaborative efforts between staff 
and students so that all voices are heard and valued (Shapiro & Gross, 2013).  
An ethic of justice 
According to Starratt (1996), an ethic of justice is concerned with the fair and equitable 
treatment of people. It consists of two understandings of justice: ‘justice understood as 
individual choices to act justly, and justice understood as the community’s choice to direct or 
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govern its actions justly’ (p. 163) As Starratt states, both understandings are necessary as 
individual and school community choices are made with awareness of each other. For leaders 
it is about fostering an environment whereby shared, democratic practices operate. Building a 
sense of a community lies at the centre of this ethic since ‘citizenship is a shared initiative 
and responsibility among persons committed to mutual care’ (Starratt, 1996, p. 162). Another 
aspect of an ethic of justice is legalistic (Starratt, 1996) since it focuses on laws, rights and 
policies as part of a democratic tradition (Shapiro & Gross, 2013, p.22).   
An ethic of critique 
According to Starratt (1996), an ethic of critique draws inspiration from the writing of critical 
theorists, particularly those of the Frankfurt School, who questioned power relations inherent 
in social institutions. This ethic involves the questioning of current policies/practices in an 
attempt to uncover injustice or exploitation in social structures and to challenge inequality 
and injustice exist in social practices and relationships. As Starratt (1996) maintains, the 
challenge is to redress injustices and make social practices more responsive to the needs of all 
community members. Another challenge is to critically evaluate  management and 
governance practices and challenge accountability measures and the performative culture that 
may be deemed unethical. In this way, ethical leadership can work to restore  key values of 
equality and the common good. This ethic ‘calls the school community to embrace a sense of 
social responsibility’ (Staratt, 1996, p. 161) and raises questions like ‘who has the power’? 
and ‘who is silenced’? (Shapiro & Gross, 2013, p.26). It maintains that all organisational 
arrangement in schools can be reviewed in the interests of greater equity for all (Starratt 
1996).  
Starratt (1996) suggests that all three ethics are interdependent and required to build 
an ethical school.  While the first part of the paper has made an argument for moral 
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accountability and a particular type of educational leadership that fits within it, the final part 
of the paper teases out some key implications for leaders who wish to work in ethically 
responsive ways.  
 
Implications for Leaders 
Leadership is not value neutral; it is not a mechanised set of tasks and 
techniques. Leadership conveys the essence of what human beings 
believe to be important and has the capacity to illuminate the best of who 
we can be and what we can accomplish (Manning, 2003, pp. 7-8).   
As suggested by Manning, leaders have a key role to play in raising awareness about the 
importance of developing a moral community and engaging the whole school in a 
conversation about how they might work towards achieving such a community (Starratt, 
1996, p. 165). In this section of the paper, we consider four ways that leaders might work to 
build a more ethical community by striving for balance and moral integrity, using  a variety 
of data for decision making and developing  an ethical organisational culture.  
1. Leaders who strive for balance 
This first implication relates to the practice of leaders who find ways to create a balance 
between different accountabilities. As Strike (2007) suggests, ‘the school leader must be able 
to respect the sovereignty of the legislature and its need to monitor and motivate achievement 
through test-based accountability while also creating and maintain strong professional 
cultures’ (p. 146). Yet how might this be achieved? Mintrop (2012) proposes three possible 
responses educators can use to work within a climate characterised by strong external 
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accountability demands.  These are resistance, alignment and coherence. Of these three, 
coherence appears to provide the most balanced approach.   
Educators, who use resistant strategies, disregard system imperatives and devise 
subversive strategies and practices that focus on their own standards of good teaching and 
care.  Mintrop (2012) explains that resistance tends not to be widespread because it is risky 
for educators, who could lose their jobs or put their organisations in an unsustainable 
position.  In contrast, alignment refers to targeted strategies used by educators to organise 
goals and programs so that they meet system needs. Examples include practices that focus on 
remedial learning for students and special instruction so that they would be given 
opportunities to improve with the ultimate goal of better test results.  This approach may be 
best understood as a technical or systemic approach to dealing with strong accountability.  
According to Mintrop (2012), coherence refers to a whole school approach whereby 
schools ‘develop a sense of shared responsibility for high performance, and establish 
consistency between external accountability and a school’s internal accountability culture’ (p. 
698).  He refers to schools that pursue coherence as those that strive to achieve ‘integrity’ as 
they are able to ‘interrogate accountability demands … and maintain sensitivity for 
countervailing student needs’ (p. 699).  Not surprisingly, integrity has a strong moral 
dimension.  Of the nine case study middle schools in one state in the USA that Mintrop 
examined, he found that two schools (schools B and C) displayed integrity related 
characteristics such as trust and a commitment to meeting student needs.  Describing School 
B, Mintrop (2012) said: 
Accountability to the state was framed as a mere extension of strong 
internal commitments. The school lived and breathed a morality of 
effectiveness, at the core was a leader who had convinced the faculty that 
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the accountability system was a moral imperative, designed to benefit the 
life chances of students of colour and immigrants. (p.711)  
Mintrop (2012) explained that while School B had designed a remedial literacy program for 
underachieving students (akin to an ‘alignment’ approach), the needs of children were a focal 
point and staff worked hard to improve teaching in these programs.  
A similar US-based multi-case study explored the intersection between external 
accountabilities (eg political, bureaucratic and market driven imperatives) and internal 
accountability systems (i.e. professional systems). Knapp and Feldman (2012) identified a 
variety of strategies used by schools to provide a balanced approach. The leaders in these 
schools embraced the external accountability systems expected of them but simultaneously 
served internal or school-based accountability demands. They spread their expectations for 
meeting both external and internal accountability demands through professional development 
events where teachers could work towards improving their instructional practice.  Knapp and 
Feldman (2012) also referred to some of the practices that leaders and teachers used in their 
case study schools to improve student learning that resulted in a narrowing of the curriculum, 
in some cases teaching to the test, and particular types of remedial work for underachieving 
students. These illustrations are examples of Mintrop’s ‘alignment’  (2012) that could be 
construed as satisfying external accountability demands more so than internal demands.  
2. Leaders who set an example of moral integrity 
There have been reported cases of teachers and school leaders who have used unethical 
measures to improve school performance on high stakes testing.  For example, in Australia 
there have been some reports that schools have given students extra time to complete exams; 
directives by schools that low performing students should be absent on test days so that their 
results do not impact negatively on other students’ results; and other illustrations of 
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interference and cheating during examinations (Klenowski & Wyatt-Smith, 2011) These are 
illustrations of ‘gaming’ (Strike, 2007, p.145), a term that Strike uses to refer to educators’ 
behaviours that aim to reach a mandated benchmark but nothing more, and therefore defeat 
the purpose of the activity.  When it goes too far, there are risks that gaming is ‘producing a 
system of accountability that is experienced as coercive, disrespectful and alienating by 
students, teachers, and leaders alike’ (Strike, 2007, p. 145).  
We would argue that is there a need for moral integrity on the part of leaders and other 
stakeholders in education to prevent gaming activities. Moreover, leaders should work 
towards creating a professional culture that utilises test scores as one form of evidence only 
and where effort is directed to developing learning cultures within schools (Strike, 2007, p. 
145).  
3. Leaders who use a variety of data to inform decision making 
There is no doubt that test scores provide some useful information about student achievement 
but offer only a limited picture.  Like Strike (2007, p.xvi), we believe that leaders should use 
school performance data to help them make judgements about whether they are providing a 
good education, but not to use such narrow measures to define what constitutes a good 
education.  He goes on to say that ‘educators are not accountable merely for discovering 
successful techniques to realise externally imposed goals. They are responsible to achieve a 
praiseworthy conception of the ends to which they direct their efforts’ (Strike, 2007, p.148). 
We concur as we view a good education as one that goes beyond good test scores; it should 
be holistic and provide valuable and authentic learning opportunities, and enhance the life 
chances for all students, regardless of their backgrounds.  
It is a truism that leaders now must have a good working knowledge of data to inform 
their decision making (Klenowski & Wyatt-Smith,  2011).  The idea of leaders utilising a 
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wide range of evidence is appealing, as evidence is broader in scope and goes beyond high 
stakes testing scores (Strike, 2007, p.111).  We believe that school leaders should create 
learning rich environments for students and staff alike, and utilise a variety of evidence to 
understand a broader notion of learning. 
For example, in their quest to lead schools towards improvement, school leaders in 
Knapp and Feldman’s (2012) case studies used a variety of data to help them gain a clear 
picture of their school’s situation.  In addition to student test score data, other forms of data 
such as environmental survey results, observations, feedback from external others, students’ 
work; and school based inquiries into particular issues, were gathered and interrogated. These 
practices helped leaders to ‘internalise both school-wide and external expectations for their 
work’ (Knapp & Feldman, 2012, p.683) as well as identify gaps in achievement so that they 
could then devise strategies to try to redress the gaps. The authors concluded that collecting 
and analysing a variety of data ‘provided a basis for professional forms of accountability’ 
(Knapp & Feldman, 2012, p. 684) as well as helped them to ensure that they took notice of 
more bureaucratic forms of accountability. 
Another illustration of using wider sources of data to gain a broader picture of student 
achievement is via equity audits. Skrla, Scheurich, Garcia and Nolly (2006) describe equity 
audits as tools used to ‘link accountability policy intent to equity outcomes in local contexts’ 
(p.252). Equity audits help educators to ask challenging questions about inequity embedded 
in assumptions, practices, and policies within schools. Skrla et al. propose that schools 
consider an audit of three key dimensions: teacher quality (i.e. considering variables such as 
teacher qualifications, teacher experience, teacher mobility, teachers assigned to classes 
outside their area of expertise), programmatic equity (considering which students are placed 
in which programs) and achievement equity (considering data such as dropout rates, school 
graduation tracks, school performance data).  Skrla et al. (2006) propose that a committee 
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comprising relevant stakeholders be established to collect these types of data for discussion 
amongst staff and for the identification of potential solutions and strategies. Although Starratt 
(1996) does not use the term, ‘equity audit’, he argues for a similar process in schools 
whereby staff engage in conversations about the importance of developing a moral 
community and identify ways for achieving this.  He also suggests that staff discuss academic 
curriculum, institutional supports and procedures, and extra-curricular activities to assess 
current practices to determine the ways in which they can create more equitable and morally 
defensible practices.   
4. Leaders who develop  an ethical organisational culture   
For some time, writers in the field of leadership have argued that leaders play a key role in 
creating organisational cultures (Fullan & Hargreaves, 1992). Hence, ethical leadership 
supports the creation of ethical organisations (Hester, 2003, p. 9) by moulding the 
organisational cultures and structures through the communication of ethical behaviours and 
practices. Mintrop (2012) argues that ethical organisations foster open communication and 
value the sharing of ideas and values.  Leaders who engage in ethical leadership identify 
ethical issues for discussion and resolution and give permission to others to challenge and 
provide feedback (Manning, 2003).  This type of climate is one that tolerates dissent so that 
concerns can be raised and can inform the school’s decision making (Mintrop, 2012). Lawton 
et al. (2013) also refer to the importance of dissent in organisations to enable a sharing of 
perspectives. This view aligns closely with Starratt’s (1996) ethic of critique, which 
highlights the importance of critique at all levels of the school organisation. 
Leaders themselves have to be role models and through their practices demonstrate 
ethical behaviour (O’Brien, 2011). They have a responsibility for setting an ethical tone or 
culture in their organisations so that they foster ethical decisions and behaviour (Manning, 
21 
 
2003). Yet, leaders cannot act alone; they require the commitment of everyone who makes up 
the organisation. This can be undertaken by establishing structures and processes that support 
this. As Manning (2003) states,  
 Creating structures that promote individual responsibility, participation of all 
constituents, opportunities for ethical communication and action, and formal 
feedback loops for self-regulation of ethical issues are part of leadership. 
(p.18) 
Due to the location of leaders in schools, they not only have access to levels of structures and 
processes that affect teaching and learning but also they are able to create such structures. 
These structures are not neutral as they operate to advantage some students and disadvantage 
others. Yet such structures and processes can be scrutinised and amended so that all students 
have a better chance of success (Starratt, 2009, p. 77) 
Conclusion 
This paper has proposed and explored four key implications of ethical leadership for leaders 
working in the current climate of school accountability in Australia, which can be described 
as reflective of a “performative society” (Ball, 2001). We submit that these key implications 
and Starratt’s (1996, 2004, 2009) multi-dimensional framework of ethical leadership offer a 
counterpoint to discourses of educational leadership that are offered as forms of 
governmentality that promote specific norms (Niesche, 2014). Rather, Starratt’s framework  
of ethical leadership and the four key implications identified in this paper highlight the 
importance of leaders’ reliance on their own morals and ethical practices to challenge 
accepted norms. These practices might help school leaders to ‘find ways to meet benchmarks 
while also honouring a higher standard of a good education’ (Strike, 2007, p.148) that meets 
the needs of all students. 
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We conclude that these ideas are particularly relevant in national policy contexts, such 
as our own, where pressures to raise standards and meet contractual accountabilities mean 
that school leaders face dilemmas in respect to the strategic decisions that they face on a daily 
basis.  In our current study - which involves us working collaboratively with school partners 
to address these challenges - we are using concepts of ethical leadership to challenge thinking 
and practice.  In this way, we hope to develop a better understanding of how school leaders 
can promote greater fairness within their communities.   
  
23 
 
References  
 
AINSCOW, M. (2007) Taking an inclusive turn, Journal of Research in Special Educational 
Needs, 7(1), pp. 3-7. 
 
ANGUS, L. (2006) Educational leadership and the imperative of including student voices, 
student interest, and students’ lives in the mainstream, International Journal of Leadership in 
Education, 9(4), pp. 369-379. 
BADARACCO, J. (1992) Business ethics: Four spheres of executive responsibility, 
California Management Review, 34, pp. 237-253. 
BALL, S. (2001) Performativities and fabrications in the education economy: towards the 
performative society, in D. GLEESON and C. HUSBANDS (Eds) The Performing School: 
Managing, teaching and learning in a performing culture. (London: RoutledgeFalmer) pp. 
210 – 226. 
BLACKMORE, J. (2010) Preparing leaders to work with emotions in culturally diverse 
educational communities, Journal of Educational Administration, 48(5), pp. 642-658. 
CAMPBELL, E. (1997) Administrators’ decisions and teachers’ ethical dilemmas: 
Implications for moral agency, Leading & Managing, 3, pp. 245-257. 
CARRINGTON, S. B. (1999) Inclusion needs a different school culture, International 
Journal of Inclusive Education, 3(3), pp. 257-268. 
CIULLA, J. (2006) Ethics: The heart of leadership, in T. MAAK & N.M PRESS (Eds), 
Responsible leadership. (London: Routledge), pp. 17-32. 
24 
 
COMBER, B. & KAMLER, B. (2009) Sustaining the next generation of teacher-researchers 
to work for social justice, in B. SOMEKH & S. NOFFKE (Eds), Handbook of Educational 
Action Research (London: Sage Publications), pp.177-185. 
COMBER, B. & KAMLER, B. (2005) Turn-around pedagogies: Literacy interventions for 
at-risk students (Sydney: Primary English Teaching Association). 
CRANSTON, N. EHRICH, L.C. & KIMBER, M. (2006) Ethical dilemmas: The “bread and 
butter” of educational leaders’ lives, Journal of Educational Administration, 44(2), pp. 106-
121. 
CRANSTON, N., EHRICH, L.C.  KIMBER, M. & STARR, K. (2012) An exploratory study 
of ethical dilemmas faced by academic leaders in three Australian universities, Journal of 
Educational Leadership, Policy and Practice, 27(1), pp. 3-15.  
DUIGNAN P. (2006) Educational leadership: key challenges and ethical tensions 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press). 
DUIGNAN, P. (2012) Educational leadership: together creating ethical learning 
environments, 2nd edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press). 
DYSON, A., HOWES, A. & ROBERTS, B. (2002) A systematic review of the effectiveness of 
school-level actions for promoting participation by all students (EPPI-Centre Review, 
version 1.1) (London: EPPI-Centre, Social Science Research Unit, Institute of Education). 
EHRICH, L.C., KIMBER, M., CRANSTON, N. & Starr, K. (2011) Ethical tensions and 
academic leaders, Higher Education Review, 43(3), pp. 50-69.  
ENGLISH, F. (2008) The art of educational leadership: Balancing performance and 
accountability (Los Angeles: Sage). 
25 
 
ERAUT, M. (1993) Teacher accountability: why is it central in teacher professional 
development?, in L. KREMER-HAYON, H.C. VONK & R. FESSLER (Eds), Teacher 
Professional Development: A Multiple Perspective Approach (Amsterdam: Swets and 
Zeitlinger), pp. 23-43. 
 
FULLAN, M. & HARGREAVES, A. (1992) What’s worth fighting for in your school? 
(Buckingham: Open University Press). 
FURMAN, G. (2004) The ethic of community, Journal of Educational Administration, 42(2), 
pp. 215-235. 
GILLIGAN, C. (1982) In a different voice: Psychological theory and women’s development 
(Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press). 
HAYNES, F. (1998) The ethical school (London: Routledge). 
HESTER, J.P. (2003) Ethical leadership for school administrators and teachers (Jefferson, 
NC: McFarland & Company Inc). 
KOHLBERG, L. (1976) Moral stages and moralization: The cognitive-developmental 
approach in T. LICKONA (Ed.), Moral development and behaviour: Theory research and 
social issues (New York, NY: Holt, Rinehart & Winston). 
KLENOWSKI, V. (2009) Australian Indigenous students: Addressing equity in assessment. 
Teaching Education, 20(1), pp. 77-93. 
KLENOWSKI, V. & WYATT-SMITH, C. (2011). The impact of high stakes testing: The 
Australian Story, Assessment in Education: Principles, Policy & Practice, 19 (1), pp. 65 – 71. 
26 
 
KNAPP, M.S. & FELDMAN, S.B. (2012) Managing the intersection of internal and external 
accountability: Challenge for urban school leadership in the United States, Journal of 
Educational Administration, 50(5), pp. 666-694. 
LAWTON, A., RAYNER, J. & LASTHUIZEN, K. (2013) Ethics and management in the 
public sector (Oxon: Routledge). 
LINGARD, B. (2010) Policy borrowing, policy learning: testing times in Australian 
schooling, Critical Studies in Education, 51(2), pp. 129 – 147. 
LINGARD, B. & SELLAR, S. (2013) ‘Catalyst data’: Perverse systemic effects of audit and 
accountability in Australian schooling, Journal of Education Policy, 28(5), pp. 634 – 656. 
LUKE, A., CAZDEN, C. B., COOPES, R., KLENOWSKI, V., LADWIG, J., LESTER, J., et 
al. (2013) A Summative Evaluation of the Stronger Smarter Learning Communities Project : 
Vol 1 and Vol 2. Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane, QLD (Submitted, not yet 
accepted for publication).  
MANNING, S. SCHISSLER (2003). Ethical leadership in human services: A multi-
dimensional approach  (USA: Pearson Education). 
MINTROP, H. (2012) Bridging accountability obligations, professional values and 
(perceived) student needs with integrity, Journal of Educational Administration, 50(5), pp. 
695-726. 
MULFORD, B., EDMUNDS, B., KENDALL, L., KENDALL, D., & BISHOP, P. (2008) 
Successful school principalship, evaluation and accountability, Leading & Managing, 14(2), 
pp. 19-44. 
My School website. http://www.myschool.edu.au/  
27 
 
NODDINGS, N. (1992) The challenge to care in schools: An alternative approach to 
education (New York: Teachers College Press). 
 
OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) (2013) Synergies for 
Better Learning: An International Perspective on Evaluation and Assessment (Paris: OECD 
Publishing). 
O’BRIEN, D. (2011) How leaders develop and direct relational trust building efforts in 
schools. Masters by Research Thesis. University of South Australia. Accessed on 1 May 2013 
at http://ura.unisa.edu.au/R/?func=dbin-jump-fullandobject_id=61511.   
O’NEILL, O. (2013) Intelligent accountability in education, Oxford Review of Education, 39 
(1), pp. 4-16.   
PERRY, L. & MCWILLIAM, E. (2007) Accountability, Responsibility and School 
Leadership, Journal of Educational Inquiry, 7(1), pp. 32 – 43. 
PRESTON, N. (2007) Understanding ethics, 3rd edn (Leichhardt, NSW: The Federation 
Press). 
PRESTON, N. & SAMFORD, C. with CONNORS, C. (2002) Encouraging ethics and 
challenging corruption (Sydney: The Federation Press).  
SERGIOVANNI, T. (1992) Moral leadership: Getting to the heart of school improvement 
(San Francisco: Jossey Bass). 
SHAPIRO, J. POLINER & GROSS, S. J. (2013) Ethical educational leadership in turbulent 
times: (Re)solving moral dilemmas, 2nd edn (New York: Routledge). 
SINGER, P. (1993) About ethics, in P. Singer (Ed), Practical ethics, 2nd edn (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press).  
28 
 
SKRLA, L., SCHEURICH, J. J., GARCIA, J., & NOLLY, G. (2006) Equity audits: A 
practical leadership tool for developing equitable and excellent schools, In C. MARSHALL 
& M. OLIVA (Eds), Leadership for social justice: Making revolutions in education (Boston: 
Pearson), pp. 251-278. 
STARRATT, R.J. (2009) Ethical leadership, in B. DAVIES (Ed), The essentials of school 
leadership 2nd edn (LA: Sage). 
STARRATT, R.J. (2004) Ethical leadership (San Francisco: Jossey Bass). 
STARRATT. R. (1996) Transforming educational administration: Meaning, community and 
excellence (New York: McGraw Hill).  
STRATHERN, M. (1997) Improving ratings: Audit in the British university system, 
European Review, 5, pp. 305 – 321. 
 
STRIKE, K.A. (2007) Ethical leadership in schools: Creating a community in an 
environment of accountability (Thousand Oaks, Cal: Corwin). 
UHR, J. (2002) Competing Models of Integrity, Res Publica, 11(2), pp. 13-16. 
VAN MAELE, D. & VAN HOUTTE, M. (2009) Faculty trust and organizational school 
characteristics: An exploration across secondary schools in Flanders, Educational 
Administration Quarterly, 45(4) pp. 556-589. 
VANOUREK, B. (2010) A call for values-based leadership, in J. O’TOOLE & D. MAYER 
(Eds), Good business: Exercising effective and ethical leadership (New York: Routledge), 
pp. 186-198.  
29 
 
WALKER, K. & SHAKOTKO, D. (1999) The Canadian superintendency: Value-based 
challenges and pressure, in P.T. BEGLEY (Ed), Values and educational leadership (Albany, 
NY: State University of New York), pp. 289-313. 
 
 
